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Prelude to conspiracy 

THE UFO CONTROVERSY IN AMERICA. By 
David Michael Jacobs. Indiana University Press; 

t9.1.£*50v ' »• . .S 

,-■■■■ . ^ Reviewed by James D. White 

In 1947 a. fairly Epical American saw something 
very untypical in .the Pacific^Nortliwest' He talked 
about it, and the emuing ; Mgument' over his ex- 
„ perience teft a split in the American public mind from 
which it still h^nTreTOvered; \^£-Keinin^ Aii 61 d,: 
a businessman-pilot from Boise, Idaho, encountered a 

dozen or so shining, disc-like ^je^R^g'^..^bly ? 
formation ^along the Cascade .range) ' it was by ho 
means the,- first --sighting , of ^‘flying saucers”’ or • 
Unidentified ‘Flying pbje^’ ^lJRp'sY but it was the 
.first to gain nationwide • news coverage of ' such 
sustained dimension wdAor^im.'^ > 

. Other -sighting followed and w«re ii^rt^ The 
nation squared off into twocamps^fhosewho believed 
Arnold had seen something new and different, those 
who believed he hadn’t. Perhaps a'more.fundamental 
cleavage developed between those who considered it 
important to find out what the UFO’s were, and those 
who really didn’t want to See the subject dealt with at 
all. Betweerx these two camps were th^e who tried to 
remain openminded but who didn’t want to get in- 
volved. They . ended up, : inevitably,;- helping the 
holdouts for the status quo. 

■ A ff er “ ore than a quarter of a century of this 
deadlock,- a tiain^.liistprian -haatecUri'fiie-ttsk of 
trying to make some kind of objective sense out of it. 
Among scotes of books on UFO’s, this is the first to be 
published by an academic press. Dr. Jacobs has drawn 
on previously restricted Air Force records, on personal 
interviews - and ’ private - correspondence. 1 among many 
principals in the dispute, and on the enormous volume 
of more readily available material to covct this taneled 
field. He found it all hut rirgiriqas far-as objective 
study is concerned. ■ v. : ? s $ ^ s:^ ' 

gg&|^ory^;. 



rr isconsm and .teaches - at 
...... the duty of- the historian 

.to consider all sides of a question, he escorts anyone 
interested through the jungle growth of passion, 
prejudice,: ignorance, fakery and lies that- have 
, muddled the : UFO picture and choked the path 
toward what yet might be humankind’s most 
illuminating experience — that of discovering we are 
not alone. ^ 

Hi? general, thesis is that common sense was 
shouted down early in the dispute and only recently 
has shown signs of regaining its voice; At first, when 
i - significant numbers of- people began seeing strange - 
things^in the sky in >' 1^7y there- was a sensible 
. - unanimity both among .believers mid non-believers : , 
whatever' it . was that people:' were seeing or thought 
. they were, seeing, no one; certainlyj^ew what it was^ 

. . --.-At \thj?. point, Jacobs ' contends, -fire question should 
'i -have Jpeem simply whether what they, saw was truly 
- - anomaious'^ genuineiy new*- ''different andriot ex- 



In^tp^d, the argument mired down in-specific areas j - 

ib <3 udp'els qver -whether the. strange -phenomena were 
illusi^si; iddurions, ' exteat^rrestml -in origin , or 
humag-made, and whether fihe Air Force was hiding 
something. .These. .were ^important;, questions, Jacobs - 
holds.’fiyt hot the first needij^an j^wer. The central 
question should have been whrihrithe real or fancied 
phenomena were differentenough tobe worth looking 
into seriously with the investigatory tools and 
techniques available to file inhabitants of this planet. 
This issue nfever has been decisively and objectively 
confronted, . he. finds, and only now is such study 
becoming a matter of widespread scientific interest. 

- Necessarily, Dr. Jacobs’ fullyindexed and footnoted 
w o r k is 4im|ted in scope to what the- title suggests — 
the course of the argument over UFO’s in America. If, 
fiius limited, fie has had tbgldsslbver the considerable 
empir^al : evidence _that UEO’s have.been around' 
sifire recorded memory began, and if lie necessarily 
has skipped over extensive : sightings and in- / 
vestigations throughout .the rest of the world which / 
have influenced the American controversy, he at least 




excesses wnicn<: later converged to dominate the 
UrO. controversy that mushroomed after the 1947 
sightings. Step by embarrassing step, he takes us from 
1947 through 1974 — 27 years of very tangled events 
and ^" aces evolution of the arguments over 
them. In_ systematizing this massive, muddle, not the 

■ least |of X)r. Jacobs’, accomplishments is to leave the 

■ scholarly, and scientific community with considerably 
less excuse to go on avoiding it. ’ 

He puts under rigorous scrutiny the near-hysterical 
reactions generated since 1947 and analyzes the role 
; °^ a ^ , element: the alarm of officialdom, especially 
the military, over : the possible threat to national 
security; the skepticism and timidity of the scientific 
^ < ™^^ n !ty»;th^ ^lhbility and irrespomibili^ of the 
^fonpatipn. media;.? the ; outrage • of'those who ex- 
• penenced? JJFO’s and soon found themselves, not just 
; . no * ^cheved,' but often fcruelly ndiailed; the inevitable • 
: i*?]? 1 ; phonies i.wfio inyaded the 
? ’ ^ . d .’ tyho; gjaVitated to tfiis- 

- exotlc |” e ^ i|cene :and complicated everything — all 
; these factors went into Ajmix of iwafionality that.was , 
i ¥esligaSfi6ii ;> ' r -?.i 

‘ ’ • thoroughly "If 

; hopel«slysrofafused/fAt >this :point, . Jacobs says ^ 
without fie^g with the possibflity that .the Central 
; lptelligence-;fAgency had been active all along — 
the CIA got into the pictyre to help the Air Force 
: straighten it .out With CIA help. the solution reached 
i that , year was the .secret Robfertspn panel, a group of 
scientists whose Existence and function did. hot 
]* con \ e known pubficly until years iater. One of the 
Robertson Panel’ s members was so unfamiliar with 
/ the : ,M F 9 . phenomenon that he expressed 

I surprise whep told they were being seen outside the 
/ United . H. ty.hardly surprising, therefore, that 
I the Robertson group did nothing to rock the boat. It 
.. did concliidethat UFO’s apparently were not hostile 
and : therefore hot in themselves a threat to national 
security.-But with characteristic Cold War logic it also 
concluded that the report* about UFO’s were 
dangerous because if not' controlled, they could 
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Hnrfnol C . P 1 iliC + - and , P°? ib & J am communications 
during a real national emergency. 

, The upshot was that from 1953 on, until the famous 

Condon Report of late l%8, theAir Forcetreatedthe 

UFO problem as one primarily of public relations. 

The thrust of the PR treatment was to keep UFO hews 

coverage at a_mmimum, both in volume and impact, 

° ff at - 311 C0Sts a °y ^reat of serious 

Congressional mvestigation. In these objectives the 
in form had the willing cooperation of most of the 
mto^tipn media,, and,, of all but, a' handful -of 

, Ridicule, andi; authoritative -demal .'wCTe « 
Wm erf ^L Weap0n ^- agahlSt thoseiwhb failed tooon-- 

^^^gfflS < :th^atuari<^v^ndri^;sacatistlwho' - 

strayed- openly' 

professional ruin.’ •» ■■ • 

, In .1968 the Air .ForeeiOTenf ^Tn^*^nr« b ff iLl 



Force publicly . 

thaf group concluded mainly 

phenomenon was not. worth' further 
^ lnvestl 8 a t ion » .hut 'the inadequa^ of its'- 

mgh^ m^achuig this nice answer was so' apparent ' 
ftatjt may. haye done more than :a£y v prerioiBfart6r. 

dl^eS -ff S “ 1 * e ***** sought.*. 

In the meantime, year after year, the fUFO’skhot 

^e mass^We of sTS 
in^l9 7 3, the rhmate had changed^HumanfbeinS ' 
had ach, eved modest space flight and had 
reached the moon. A Gallup'Poll taken'after the'1973f 

SevSuTO's^^ 51 ° f u^ui^. Americans " 

^hereci UFQ^s were real, and that 11 peiW^orV 

SSS? nl?Ul0n ~ ^^“g to tellihtbroewers . 
they had seen one. - - ■ ; ~ j. . 

i J 1 ** 

POf ^ent the same poll had .found' ih 'l^l^MorKiinrf f 

more scientists were becoming mter^fcd ^ue^df^ 
sui<nde.;,&me,?^uiefly 5 joined iexistin’^&r^iftm^TOl 



, , / y "**«<• me private investigators 

had been^saymg ay alorig: that the UFO problem, in 
a11 , lts .. a FfP a r ent implications, is interdisciplinary, 

insights of many different 
fields, of learning. Most of the physical sciences are 
involved, from pure physics through metallurgy and 
fluid mechanics and astronomy to exobiology. So also 
are the socml sciences, from history, religion and 

nel h S f hl - OUgl u and heyoud psychology into the 
ncwfidds^ploringthe paranormal; 

With more, scientists speaking up on the UFO 
questioh,4he information media, were encouraged to 
respond to , Ihe 1973 wave of sightings with a level of 
coverage marked by more objectivity and less fon'gue- 
m-cheek sarcasm and sly newsroom,, humor. ‘-While 
still properly cautious about UFO’s.-the^e'dia now 
alsq were cautk^^rtiaufr^oiny treafi& a- 
sighting report astheprpdiict of a fool or a charlatan.' 

. In ^*¥8 ^^'documeuting-. this bften'shabby 
• T* °l h ^ e UFO question ^ handled from' 1947 
* h f ou | h . 19 ? 4 ’ Jacobs? jnusents *whe&er*he 
' ^ te bD C f M 0 i or ;a dissected icase histotyofiiow * 
the PR tail canwmd up wagging the policyjdog^mong 
Al ?®” can officialdom, and ho^yjt succeeds.^g££f - 
If the treatment the UFCJ’s got' did': not s| artiial 
precedents for subsequent coverups^and tempted 
coyerupsy it ft least helped create the climate for such 

^ GuIf , < Tonkin, incident, 
yv atergate, ana the consequences of bothl'TAe 'UFO ' 
Controversy jp*. America,, therefore, sharpens =all over 
agam a fundamental question: how far :.can - a 
democracy, yhich cannot function without an in-- 
- formed public, leave its policy decisions to elements 
whose respect for the truth can be ; subordinated to 
their concern over whether it’s going fo play . ih Peoria? 



James D. White is a 'former news agency 
correspondent. (API. who has followed: the UFO 
^ontfvversy jdnce the jbo-fighters appeared during 
World War If : - . . . 6 





